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This paper clarifies the as yet unexplored reality of unlicensed prostitution and casts light on the 
contemporary social situation. The existing research tends to focus on the way the state managed 
prostitution and to only pay attention to the system. Because prostitution is an industry based on 
human desires, however, people’s changing intentions are influential. This point has been 
overlooked in the existing literature which has been confined to the legalistic world of systems. 
This paper therefore takes Gunma prefecture, which abolished the licensed prostitution system 
in 1894, as its subject and clarifies the reality of unlicensed prostitution and of people’s attitudes 
towards it.  
Unlicensed prostitution, which began in the cities, first emerged in some of the wealthier farming 
villages in 1898. Then, from 1908, unlicensed prostitution eventually expanded to small and 
medium-sized villages and eventually covered 90 municipalities.  
First, this form of prostitution mainly involved Syakufu (barmaids) and Geisha girls.  
In both cases, the bars mediated their interaction with customers but visiting a bar and arranging 
prostitution remained separate. Customers had to negotiate directly with the Syakufu or Geisha girl 
in order to engage in sex and the Syakufu or Geisha girl herself decided whether or not to proceed. 
Therefore, while bars acted as intermediaries, they could take their customers elsewhere to have 
sex. 
Leaving the bar that was also a place of business disguised the fact that this was a relationship 
between a customer and a woman who serves customers for a living. Furthermore, the Syakufu or 
Geisha girl’s own involvement in negotiating the prostitution was part of the haggling that occurred 
in the relationship between the customer and the Syakufu or Geisha girl. 
 Behind the rapid expansion of unlicensed prostitution in the late Meiji period were people’s 
desires to act freely as “individuals”.  
 
